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EEASMUS  WILSON,  F.E.S.,  ERC.S.E. 


Erasmus  Wilson  was  born  in  the  High  street  of  St.  Maryle- 
bone,  at  the  house  of  his  maternal  grandfather,  Erasmus  Bronsdorph, 
a  Norwegian  by  birth,  on  the  25th  of  November,  1809.  His 
father,  William  Wilson,  a  surgeon  in  the  Eoyal  Navy,  and  a 
native  of  Aberdeen,  settled  at  Hartford  in  Kent  at  the  conclusion 
of  the  French  war.  Erasmus  Wilson  received  his  early  education 
at  the  grammar  school  of  Hartford. 

The  adventurous  habits  of  a  sailor’s  life  and  his  own  early 
career,  led  his  father  to  the  belief  that  a  boy  could  not  be  launched 
too  early  into  the  world,  or  commence  too  soon  the  duties  of 
practical  usefulness ;  hence,  at  the  early  age  of  sixteen,  namely, 
in  October,  1825,  Erasmus  Wilson  was  admitted  a  member  of  the 
anatomical  class  of  John  Abernethy.  He  had  had  some  training 
already  in  the  workhouse  infirmary  of  Hartford  ;  and,  in  London, 
he  received  much  kindness  and  personal  attention  from  the  genial 
old  man,  with  the  white  hair,  blue  coat  and  gold  buttons,  white 
cravat,  buff  waistcoat,  and  feeble  gait,  who  was  the  admiration  and 
almost  the  adoration  of  his  class.  It  was  here,  on  the  benches 
occupied  at  the  same  time  by  George  Gulliver,  Eichard  Owen, 
Eichard  Partridge,  and  several  other  names  of  renown,  that 
Erasmus  Wilson  formed  some  early  tastes  and  useful  friends. 
Among  the  first  was  one  for  the  study  and  teaching  of  anatomy ; 
amongst  the  latter,  the  acquaintance  of  two  fellow  students,  John 
Walter,  of  Antigua,  and  George  Langstaff,  the  son  of  the  distin¬ 
guished  pathologist. 

John  Walter,  who,  later  in  life  practised  as  a  physician  in 
Bridge  street,  Blackfriars,  was  an  apprentice  of  the  Society  of 
Apothecaries,  and  a  good  botanist.  In  the  summer  time  he  visited 
Wilson  at  Hartford,  where  there  resided  a  botanist  of  some 
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eminence,  Dr.  Peete ;  and  by  the  side  of  his  friend  and  rambling 
through  some  of  the  most  charming  rural  scenery  of  England,  rich 
in  botanical  rarities  and  redolent  of  the  aromatic  perfume  of  the 
chalk-loving  plants,  Wilson  received  his  first  lessons  in  ISTatural 
History  and  stored  them  with  delight.  It  was  here  and  at  this 
time  that  the  system  of  Linnaeus  and  the  system  of  Jussieu 
claimed  a  place  in  his  mind,  and  produced  fruit  in  after  years  in 
his  commentaries  on  the  Classification  of  Diseases  of  the  Skin,” 
and  in  his  own  efforts  towards  the  arrangement  of  those  diseases. 
George  Langstaff,  who  died  early  and  sadly,  was  a  zealous  ento¬ 
mologist,  and  the  rich  preserves  of  Darenth  Wood  and  its  sur¬ 
roundings,  yielded  ample  harvest  to  the  young  men  on  these 
pleasant  excursions.  Wilson  had  reason  to  say,  that  he  hardly 
knew  to  which  of  his  two  friends  he  owed  most  for  this  delightful 
and  agreeable  introduction  to  Natural  History  ;  an  introduction 
which  in  later  years  reached  its  zenith  in  the  class-room  of  Eobert 
Grant,  at  University  College,  and  under  the  eloquent  and  enthu¬ 
siastic  teachings  of  that  remarkable  man. 

After  the  session  of  1825-6  was  over,  Erasmus  Wilson  became 
the  house  pupil  of  Mr.  Langstaff,  the  eminent  pathologist.  Mr. 
Langstaff  had  the  charge  of  the  populous  parish  and  large  infir¬ 
mary  of  Cripplegate,  which  furnished  a  store  of  surgical  operations 
and  pathological  illustration,  only  second  to  the  great  hospital  in 
the  immediate  neighbourhood,  St.  Bartholomew’s ;  and  he  was  at 
that  time  engaged  in  researches  on  fungus  hsematodes,  melanosis, 
osseous  union  of  fracture  of  the  neck  of  the  thigh-bone  within  the 
capsular  ligament,  morbid  changes  in  the  coats  of  arteries,  and  the 
growth  of  ganglia  on  the  nerves  of  amputated  stumps.  In  his 
dissecting  room,  many  distinguished  physicians  and  surgeons, 
foreign  and  english,  were  wont  to  assemble  and  discuss  patholo¬ 
gical  questions,  and  here  Wilson  was  enabled  to  make  the  acquain¬ 
tance  of  several  of  the  workers  of  that  day,  among  whom  were 
Lawrence,  Thomas  Davies,  Eoget,  Tweedie,  Jones  Quain,  and 
Francis  Kiernan.  In  later  years  (1841),  Wilson  had  the  happiness 
of  repaying  some  of  the  kindnesses  of  his  former  master  by  editing 
the  catalogue  of  his  Museum. 


“The  arrangement  of  the  subjects  of  the  catalogue,”  says  Mr.  Langstaff,  “I 
have  left  to  my  friend  and  old  pupil,  Erasmus  Wilson,  who  in  addition  to  his 
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other  numerous  avocations,  has  kindly  undertaken  to  revise  the  proof  sheets  and 
to  superintend  the  work  during  its  progress  through  the  press.  The  order  which 
he  has  pursued  is  physiological,  &c.  ” 

In  1828,  and  again  in  1830,  Wilson  visited  Paris,  and  followed 
the  cliniqiies  of  Dnpnytren,  Boyer,  Eonx,  Andral,  Laennec, 
Broussais,  Dumeril,  Orfila,  Breschet,  and  Lisfranc,  yielding  occa¬ 
sionally  to  the  fascinations  of  Saint  Louis,  and  of  the  lectures  on 
botany,  comparative  anatomy,  and  natural  history  in  the  Jardin 
du  Eoi,  where  he  had  the  honour  of  an  introduction  to  Cuvier  and 
Geoffrey  de  St.  Hilaire.  At  La  Pitie,  Wilson’s  careful  and  neat 
dissections  gained  for  him  the  admiration  of  the  French  students, 
who  called  him  the  ‘‘piocheur.” 

Somewhere  about  this  time  a  diversion  in  the  interests  of  the 
St.  Bartholomew’s  School  was  created  by  the  opening  of  the 
Aldersgate  School  of  Medicine.  Sir  William  Lawrence  delivered 
the  inaugural  lecture  with  prodigious  eclo.t ;  Cooper,  a  sound  and 
practical  teacher,  undertook  the  subject  of  Chemistry  ;  Pereira 
lectured  with  clearness  and  force  on  Materia  Medica  and  Botany 
in  the  neighbouring  dispensary  ;  Clutterbuck  filled  the  chair  of 
Medicine  ;  and  Jones  Quain  made  a  great  step  forward  in  the 
teaching  of  Anatomy  and  Physiology,  by  the  introduction  of  the 
most  recent  methods  of  the  School  of  Cloquet,  Bedard,  and  BichM. 
Wilson  attached  himself  to  this  school  and  was  successful  in 
carrying  off  two  prizes  in  the  session  1829-30,  the  surgical  and  the 
midwifery  prize. 

The  lessons  of  sailor  life,  promptitude,  and  punctuality,  of  early 
years  were  not  lost  on  Wilson  in  his  later  career ;  on  Thursday, 
November  25,  1830,  he  reached  the  age  of  twenty-one,  and  on  that 
evening  passed  the  examination  at  Apothecaries’  Hall,  his  old 
botanical  tastes  coming  pleasantly  to  his  help  when  the  examiner 
produced  a  tray  of  freshly  gathered  plants.  He  had  inherited  a 
taste  for  drawing  from  his  mother,  a  clever  amateur  artist,  and 
this  talent  he  applied  very  usefully  in  his  anatomical  studies ;  the 
diagrams  of  the  anatomical  lecture  were  always  very  diligently 
copied  into  his  note-book,  and  these  memoranda  helped  to  keep 
the  subject  vividly  in  his  mind.  Wilson  became  a  member  of  the 
College  of  Surgeons  in  1831.  What  are  the  muscles  of  the 
external  ear  ?  ”  a  question  from  Sir  William  Blizard,  might  Iiave 
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been  a  poser  for  many  a  student,  but  the  pretty  diagrams  exhi¬ 
bited  in  the  theatre  of  St.  Bartholomew’s,  and  preserved  in  his 
note-book,  enabled  Wilson  not  only  to  answer  the  question 
promptly  and  correctly,  but  to  produce  so  good  an  impression 
on  the  Examiners,  that  the  rest  of  the  examination  passed  off 
without  difficulty. 

Some  changes  in  University  College  which  had  been  made 
during  the  preceding  session,  called  Jones  Quain  to  the  chair  of 
anatomy  and  physiology  in  October,  1831  ;  and  a  remembrance 
■of  Mr.  Langstaffs  museum  pupil  induced  him  to  send  for  Wilson 
and  offer  him  the  appointment,  most  gladly  accepted,  of  assistant 
to  himself.  Wilson  remained  at  University  College  until  his 
master  resigned.  His  duties  wer^e  :  to  make  the  necessary  pre¬ 
parations  and  dissections,  to  perform  physiological  experiments,  to 
select  the  requisite  drawings,  and  to  make  the  extemporaneous 
diagrams  necessary  to  illustrate  the  lecture.  In  addition  to  these 
duties,  he  acted  as  demonstrator  of  anatomy  in  the  dissecting- 
room,  and  assisted  Eichard  Quain  in  the  investigations,  which  he 
was  then  making,  for  his  great  work  on  the  arteries ;  while  his 
evenings  were  devoted  to  private  teaching  and  the  preparing  of 
students  for  their  examination  at  the  College  and  Hall. 

In  the  spring  of  1834,  as  soon  as  the  session  was  over,  Wilson 
made  an  excursion  to  Belgium  and  Holland,  to  the  shrine  of 
Camper,  Leeuwenhoeck,  and  Boerhaave,  to  inspect  the  hospitals 
and  medical  museums  of  that  ancient  country,  and,  afterwards, 
continued  his  journey  to  Heidelberg,  where  he  spent  the  greater 
part  of  the  summer,  making  a  circuit  on  his  return  home  through 
Switzerland  and  a  part  of  Italy.  In  Heidelberg  he  enjoyed  the 
acquaintance  of  Tiedemann,  Arnold,  Chelius,  and  Haegele,  all  men 
of  genius  of  a  remarkable  stamp. 

At  University  College  his  taste  for  drawing  was  turned  to 
useful  account,  in  having  to  direct  and  superintend  the  illus¬ 
trating  of  Dr.  Quain’s  anatomy;  the  fourth  edition,  and  the 
pioneer  of  illustrated  works  on  anatomy,  subsequently  so  abun¬ 
dant,  and  at  about  the  same  time  he  performed  a  similar  office 
for  Eobert  Liston,  who  was  then  preparing  for  the  press  his 
Practical  Surgery,  with  One  Hundred  and  Twenty  Engravings 
on  Wood,”  published  in  1837.  One  of  the  wood  engravings  (page 
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136)  represents  a  leg  which  was  amputated  by  Wilson  himself 
before  he  was  twenty  years  of  age. 

After  quitting  University  College,  on  Ur.  Jones  Qnain’s  resig¬ 
nation  in  1838,  Erasmus  Wilson  became  associated  with  the 
celebrated  anatomist  and  surgeon,  Carpue,  as  junior  Consulting 
Surgeon  of  the  St.  Pancras  Infirmary.  He  also  took  an  active 
part  in  the  formation  of  a  small  school  in  the  neighbourhood  of 
University  College.  He  was  aided  in  the  undertaking  by 
Marshall  Hall,  John  Dairy mple.  Turner,  Heining,  Barnes,  and 
Hoblyn,  and  was  afterwards  joined  by  Eutheriord  Alcock  ;  it  was 
agreed  to  name  the  School  after  one  of  the  ablest  practical  phy¬ 
sicians  of  the  past,  Sydenham ;  and  Sydenham  College  was 
inaugurated  on  the  1st  of  October,  1838. 

In  May,  1810,  Wilson  was  appointed  by  Mr.  Wakley,  sub¬ 
editor  of  the  Lancet,  and  he  performed  that  duty  during  the  four 
following  years.  In  the  same  year  he  was  elected  to  the  Chair  of 
Anatomy  and  Physiology  in  the  Medical  School  of  the  Middlesex 
Hospital,  on  the  occasion  of  a  vacancy  created  by  Mr.  Shaw ;  and, 
yielding  to  the  advice  of  his  friend,  Mr.  Wakley,  that  he  should 
select  some  branch  of  medicine  to  which  to  devote  his  attention 
with  a  view  to  future  practice,  he  made  choice  of  the  skin.  The 
skin  presented  many  temptations  to  an  ardent  investigator ;  there 
hung  about  it  a  veil  of  mystery ;  there  was  the  charm,  to  a  lover 
of  natural  history,  of  its  classes,  orders,  genera,  and  species ;  and, 
just  before,  Breschet  and  Yauzeme  had  published  their  treatise  on 
The  Structure  of  the  Skin,”  which  was  magnificent  in  its  won¬ 
derful  complexity.  These  attractions  were  irresistible  to  Erasmus 
AVilson,  and  in  1840  he  determined  to  unite  his  name  'Dor  ever 
and  for  aye  ”  with  dermatology. 

But  this  was  not  the  only  union  that  he  contemplated  at  about 
this  time.  In  August,  1841,  he  married  Miss  Doherty,  the  only 
child  of  James  Doherty,  an  eminent  conveyancer.  In  1844  he 
was  elected  Fellow  of  the  Eoyal  Society,  upon  the  presentation  of 
a  paper  published  in  the  ‘  Philosophical  Transactions.’  One 
incident  more  completes  the  history  of  a  laborious,  and  not 
uneventful  career — a  career  also  of  unflinching  industry  and 
unobtrusive  perseverance.  In  1857  he  received  the  silver  medal 
of  the  Ebyal  Humane  Society,  for  saving  the  life  of  a  drowning 
woman  :  Hoc  prctium  jcive  servato  hdiH 
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Erasmus  Wilson’s  literary  career  began  in  1838 ;  (at  that  time 
he  was  Lecturer  on  Anatomy  and  Physiology  in  Sydenham 
College),  and  has  continued  without  intermission  to  the  present 
year  (1867),  when  he  has  just  completed  a  sixth  edition  of  his 
work  on  “  Diseases  of  the  Skin,”  and  inaugurated  a  quarterly 
‘  Journal  of  Cutaneous  Medicine  and  Diseases  of  the  Skin.’  His 
books,  in  general,  are  illustrated  with  engravings,  sometimes  on 
wood,  sometimes  steel  or  copper-plate.  His  first  work,  published 
in  1838,  The  Dissector’s  Manual  of  Practical  and  Surgical  Ana¬ 
tomy,”  went  through  a  second  edition  in  1853.  Then  followed  in 
1840,  “  The  Anatomist’s  Yade-mecum  :  a  System  of  Human  Ana¬ 
tomy,”  which  reached  its  eighth  edition  in  1861.  In  1840-1,  he 
published,  in  the  ^  Lancet,’  Four  Lectures  on  the  Pathology  of 
the  Hair;”  and  in  1842-8,  “Thirty-one  Lectures  delivered  in  the 
Medical  School  of  the  Middlesex  Hospital,  on  Diseases  of  the 
Skin :  their  History,  Pathology,  and  Treatment.”  In  1842 
appeared  his  most  important  literary  undertaking — “  The  Diseases 
of  the  Skin,”  which  has  accomplished  its  sixth  edition,  and  is  in 
course  of  translation  into  German,  and  in  this  year  he  completed 
a  work  with  which  he  had  been  associated  as  Editor,  with 
Dr.  J ones  Quain — namely,  “  A  Series  of  Anatomical  Plates,  with 
Deferences  and  Physiological  Comments,  illustrating  the  Structure 
of  the  Different  Parts  of  the  Human  Body,”  published  in  four 
volumes,  folio.  In  1843  he  communicated  to  the  Koyal  Society  a 
paper,  entitled,  “  Eesearches  into  the  Structure  and  Development 
of  a  Hewly-Discovered  Parasitic  Animalcule  of  the  Human  Skin 
— the  Entozoon  FollimlorumJ'  In  1844  he  read  two  papers  at 
the  Koyal  Medical  and  Chirurgical  Society — namely,  “An  Ac¬ 
count  of  a  Horn  developed  from  the  Human  Skin  ;  with  Obser¬ 
vations  on  the  Pathology  of  Certain  Disorders  of  the  Sebaceous 
Glands  ;”  and  one  “On  the  Classification,  Structure,  and  Develop¬ 
ment  of  the  Echinococcus  Hominis,  showing  Eeasons  for  regarding 
it  as  a  Species  of  Cysticercus ;  ”  and  in  the  same  year,  he  pub¬ 
lished  in  the  “  Transactions  of  the  Veterinary  Medical  Associa¬ 
tion,”  papers  “  On  the  Skin  and  Conjunctiva  of  the  Horse  “The 
A  earns  of  the  Mange “  The  Entozoon  Folliculorum  of  the 
Horse;”  “The  Filaria  Pal'pehralis and  “On  the  Acarus 
Phasiani” 

In  1845  appeared  his  work,  entitled  “  Healthy  Skin,”  which 
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was  translated  into  Italian  in  1855,  and  reached  its  seventh  edi¬ 
tion  in  1866  ;  and  in  the  same  year  he  published  “  The  History  of 
the  Middlesex  Hospital,  during  its  First  Century.”  In  1846  he 
read  a  paper  before  the  Veterinary  Medical  Association,  “  On  the 
Anatomy  of  Trichocephalus  Affinis and  in  1847  published  a 
treatise  ''  On  Eingworm  :  its  Causes,  Pathology,  and  Treatment.” 
It  was  in  1847  that  he  began  his  folio  volume,  entitled  Portraits 
of  Diseases  of  the  Skin,”  a  work  that,  with  the  utmost  diligence, 
was  not  completed  until  eight  years  afterwards — namely,  in  1855  ; 
and  in  1852  he  published  a  volume  ‘'  On  Syphilis,  Constitutional 
and  Hereditary,  and  on  Syphilitic  Eruptions,”  translated  into 
the  Belgian  language  by  Dr.  Junius,  of  Leyden.  In  1853,  he 
edited  "  Hufeland’s  Art  of  Prolonging  Life,”  which  went  into  a 
second  edition  in  1859.  In  1858,  he  published,  as  the  notes  of  an 
autumn  tourist  in  quest  of  a  knowledge  of  the  virtues  of  the 
mineral  waters  of  the  Continent,  "A  Three-Weeks’  Scamper 
through  the  Spas  of  Germany  and  Belgium,  with  an  appendix  on 
the  hfature  and  Uses  of  Mineral  Waters  and  in  1861  published 
his  work  on  "  The  Eastern,  or  Turkish  Bath :  its  History,  Ee- 
vival  in  Britain,  and  Application  to  the  Purposes  of  Health.”  In 
1864  he  published  The  Student’s  Book  of  Cutaneous  Medicine 
and  Diseases  of  the  Skin;”  and  “A  Statistical  Inquiry 'into  the 
Eelative  Frequency,  the  Duration,  and  Cause  of  Diseases  of  the 
Skin  And  in  1865,  a  tract  "  On  Food  as  a  Means  of  Prevention, 
of  Disease.”  In  1866  he  contributed  "  Observations  on  the  True 
Leprosy,  or  Elephantiasis,  with  Fourteen  Cases,”  to  the  "  Eeport  of 
the  Leprosy  Committee  of  the  College  of  Physicians ;”  and  in 
1867  established  a  quarterly  periodical  for  the  advancement 
of  dermatology,  entitled  ‘  Journal  of  Cutaneous  Medicine  and 
Diseases  of  the  Skin  ” — the  only  Journal  in  Europe  devoted 
exclusively  to  that  department  of  medical  knowledge. 

Besides  these,  his  more  prominent  works,  his  name  is  also  to 
be  found  scattered  through  medical  literature  as  the  author  of 
papers — "On  the  Structure  of  the  Ultimate  Fibril  of  Animal 
Life;”  "On  the  Development  and  Growth  of  the  Epidermis;” 
and  "  On  a  Eemarkable  Alteration  of  Appearance  and  Structure 
of  the  Human  Hair,”  communicated  to  the  Eoyal  Society.  "  On 
an  Organic  Change  of  Structure  of  the  Hair  produced  by  Sy- 
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pliilis;”  ‘^On  Eczema  Infantile;”  On  Thermo-Therapeia,  the 
Heat-Cure,  or  the  Treatment  of  Disease  by  Immersion  of  the 
Body  in  Heated  Air;”  '‘On  the  Dermal  Pathology  of  Celsus 
"  On  Dyschromatoderma,  or  Discolouration  of  the  Skin ;”  “  On 
the  Hature,  the  Varieties,  and  the  Treatment  of  Eczema;”  “On 
Lichm  Planus,  the  Lichen  Ruber  of  Hebra;”  and  “  On  the  Ques¬ 
tion  of  Providing  Medical  Asylums  for  the  Lepers  imported  into 
this  Country  from  our  Colonies.”  “  On  Lichen  ;  ”  “  On  the  Con¬ 
stitutional  Origin  of  Some  Diseases  of  the  Skin ;”  “  On  Hairs 
growing  upon  the  Tongue;”  “A  Kemarkable  Case  of  Pus-Con¬ 
cretions,  with  an  Explanation  of  their  Mode  of  Eormation  ;”- 
“A  Case  of  Hydatids  of  the  Brain  ;”  “On  the  Minute  Structure 
of  the  Mucous  Membrane  of  the  Alimentary  Canal.”  In  the 
'British  and  Foreign  Medico-Chirurgical  Keview,’  there  is  an 
article  from  his  pen  “  On  the  Phyto-Pathology  of  the  Skin,  and 
Hosophytodermata,  the  So-called  Parasitic  Affections  of  the  Skin.” 
In  the  “  Cyclopsedia  of  Anatomy  and  Physiology,”  the  article 
“  Liver  ”  is  written  by  the  same  author,  as  also  is  the  article 
“Skin,  Diseases  of,”  in  the  last  edition  of  “Cooper’s  Surgical 
Dictionary.” 
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